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The Holiday Find

Gretta Schneider abhorred criminals, or at least the idea of them since she'd never
actually met one. Honestly, it was hard enough getting by without thieves running around
ruining the economy more than it already was. She couldn't possibly be a thief. Not in a
hundred years. Who ever heard of a thief who stole only four weekends out of an entire
year? No one. And calling such a person a part-time thief seemed an awful stretch.
She wished her mind would cease turning over the ridiculous subject of thievery .
•
She had thirty-seven "What I Enjoy Most about the Holidays" essays to grade and here it

was nearly ten-thirty already.
The kettle trilled lightly from the range. By the time Gretta got to the kitchen and
yanked it from its fiery burner, it had nearly screamed its stopper off. " Oh, shush, you
naughty kettle," she scolded. "Probably woke the whole bloody building." She dropped a
teabag and two sugar cubes into her chunky Santa Clause mug, then poured the steamy
water in and watched the sugar sizzle away.
She was engrossed in her fourth essay when the doorbell rang. "What in the
world?" she said, squinting at the VCR. After eleven._She lifted the paper-laden TV tray
so she could get up from the sofa, and made her way to the door. She peered through the
peephole. It was Amy Stickman, her teenaged neighbor and a former student. She waved
and grinned on cue from the outside
"Hey, Mrs. S," Amy said. "Sorry to bother you so late but I heard your kettle so I
figured you were up. Whoa, check out that bathrobe. I love those candy canes on the
pocket. You must really like Christmas." She smiled widely, the space between her front

--,
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teeth as discemable as it had been in Gretta's fourth grade classroom when she had
impressed her classmates by whistling through it. Amy's orange and brown striped diner
uniform was a lively mosaic of encrusted food, gravy smears, and ketchup splatters, and
her pale nearly white hair had begun to fall from its hours-old makeshift bun.
"Oh, I do for the most part," Gretta said. "Here, come in and have a seat, dear."
Gretta gestured toward the dinette. She padlocked the door behind Amy and eased into
the seat across from her. "Now, what can I do for you, dear?" she asked casually.
"I took the test on break today and it was positive," Amy said, her lower lip
trembling and her white cheeks beginning to blotch. She .pulled a mound of damp dollar
bills and order slips from her apron waist apron and fished around until she found the
white plastic stick. She laid it on the glass table. "Two blue lines. I can' t believe it, Mrs.
S. I don't know what I'm going to do. Rod doesn't care about me. Do you mind ifl
smoke?" she asked, whisking away a tear with her wrist.
"Yes-I mean, no, go right ahead, dear. I'll get you a saucer." Gretta didn't like
cigarettes herself, but if one elected to smoke, this certainly seemed an appropriate
occas10n.
"Are you going to tell Roderick?" Gretta asked.
"Already did. Told him on the phone before your kettle blew. Know what he said?
You're not gonna believe this." She tipped the cigarette into the white-flowered saucer.
"As far as he' s concerned it never happened. That bastard-! mean, Roderick, I can't
believe him! Sorry, Mrs. S. I just can't stand liars."
"You're an adult, Amy," Gretta said firmly. "You say whatever you choose,
alright?" She remembered Amy the fourth-grader, an animated chatterbox perched on
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Gretta' s desk early every morning since her mother worked odd hours, pale braids
dangling over her thin shoulders, white legs swinging and bumping into her wooden
desk. "Here's what I think," Gretta said, covering Amy's nonsmoking hand with one of
her own. "You've got some options, but first you need to decide for yourself, do you
want to keep the baby or not?"
Amy left her cigarette in the saucer and trailed her pink knuckles through her hair,
causing her bun to fall out completely and crumble over one shoulder. Black bobby pins
speckled the mass like chimney ashes on a snowdrift. "I don't know, Mrs. S. A baby.

'
That's a lot. I can barely live as it is. And Rod, he's awful. And my mom! She'll kill me."
Amy pulled her hand away from Gretta's and scooped both palms along her eyelids
before fanning them furiously. She leaned over and hugged Gretta.
"You're going to be just fine," Gretta said.
"I wish you were my mother," Amy's muffled voice said through Gretta' s terry
cloth robe. "My mom's such a pill."
"Shush, you don' t mean that. Your mother's a grand lady. Didn't she work two
jobs to bring you up all by herself?"
" Yeah," Amy said, releasing Gretta. "Too bad. I barely saw her."
Amy smoked a second cigarette since the first had mostly fizzled out, and Gretta
saw her to the door. "I'll think about it, Mrs. S," she said. "Don't know how I could think
of anything else."
Gretta locked the door and glanced at the microwave: half past midnight, nearly.
The essays would have to wait. She lay in the dark pondering Amy's predicament. It
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certainly made her own seem trifling. "I'm not a thief, anyway," she mumbled into her
pillow before sleep stole away her consciousness.

* * *
The blown glass ornaments at Lehman's were so varied and bright that Gretta
wandered the aisle in subdued awe. There were clear, frosted, and dazzling metallic
paint-dipped balls; multicolored glitter-sprinkled baubles; and fancy, pricey ornaments
gilded with actual gold.
Then there were Gretta' s favorites: the hand-painted collectible glass ornaments,
)

blown and shaped into bells, nutcrackers, wreaths, snowmen, evergreens and angels, so
delicate and thin that each seemed to have been tenderly posed rather than packed into its
box within a box. The packaging itself seemed innocent enough when one peered through
the telltale plastic window, but in truth it was extraordinarily difficult to extract an
ornament from its inner casing without crunching it to bits like a puffed up potato chip.
Gretta selected an angel from the middle shelf for its intricately painted face; not
shoddy like so many others whose lip rouge traveled beyond the delicate lines and whose
blue iris paint ventured past the eyelid to meet the golden brow. She used her right hand
to place the angel in the opening of a lower shelf, then selected another ornament with
her left hand- a handsome red bell-and held it before her in the aisle, scrutinizing it and
turning it around to read the box. Her right hand was at work on the angel, its taped top
already cut through with the razor blade from Gretta' s coat pocket. Easing the lid off, she
carefully slid the razor around the top of the four sides of the inner box. Her index finger
edged in, caressing the ridges of the angel's hair. A passing clerk poked his head into the
aisle.

-,
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"Finding everything alright, ma'am?" the young man asked.
Gretta shook her head and wheeled around in front of the angel ornament.
Clasping the boxed bell ornament with both hands she said, "In fact I'm not. I could have
sworn you had these bells in royal blue. Last year I got three of each color and this
morning one of my blue ones shattered all over the kitchen floor."
"Hmmm, I'm not sure. I'm a little new here," the clerk said, surveying the red and
gold bells on the shelves above Gretta' s head.
"Oh, well it must be trying to be new at the holidays what with people stopping
you and asking you questions all the time, isn't it, dear?". she smiled.
"A little," he said, grinning. "Actually, I'm on my way up front to help someone
get a tree into his car."
"I'm sorry, dear, you should' ve said!"
"No, no, no, don't worry. How about after I do that, I pop into the back and look
for one of those blue bells for you?" he asked, halfway out the aisle.
"Thank you so much. Ifl'm not over here, I'll be in Lights." He was gone. She
picked up a boxed snowman with her left hand and squinted through the plastic window.
Her small right hand gently nudged the angel from its. box. Turning to face it, Gretta
almost gasped at its exquisiteness. Shelving the snowman, she reached down the lower
shelf with her left hand and jostled some boxes of plastic snowball ornaments until one
fell to the floor. "My goodness, I'm a klutz," she said, bending to retrieve the box while
simultaneously pocketing the angel. She replaced the plastic ornaments. "Thank goodness
you aren' t breakable," she said to them, matter-of-factly. Gretta snatched the razor,
dropped it into her other coat pocket, and headed for Lights. How outrageous it was that
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her old-fashioned window blinkers never seemed to endure more than one Christmas
season.
Amy was outside locking her apartment door when Gretta arrived home, her
shoulders, elbows, and hands so laden with bags from Lehman's and Superfoods that
she'd had to lasso her purse to her neck.
"Oh god, Mrs. S, let me help you with all those bags," Amy said, rushing over
and grabbing the bags that had temporarily interrupted circulation to Gretta' s elbows and
wrists.
"Thank you, dear," she said, flicking on the light.."! can't believe the prices of
Christmas candy. Have I missed something? Are they mining for it now? And these
flimsy holiday candy bags-it's incredible how dear they are after all these years." She
took offher coast and hung it over the back of her blue recliner.
"You're so funny," Amy giggled. "Are you still making those cute holiday bags
for your classes?"
"Of course! If I didn't, I don't know that they' d work as hard as they do. Now
don't look so surprised, dear. It's nothing more than my personal holiday spirit dashed
with some gentle bribery for good measure. It all eveq.s out." Gretta mentioned for her to
sit down at the kitchen table, but Amy, still laughing, shook her head. Her straight whiteblond hair dangled over her red sweatered shoulders like snowy sheets of icicles. "I can't
stay, but I want to say thanks for talking to me the other night. I told my mom and . .. she
did flip out, but then she said I could move back in ifl wanted. I think she' s going to help
me. Maybe it'll work out. I don' t really know right now."

~
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"I'm so glad to hear that," Gretta said, squeezing the girl ' s shoulder. She turned
and began stacking cans and boxes into her kitchen cabinets, not wishing to seem
intrusive.
"So I'll be back in my old room again next weekend. Unreal. I was so happy to
get out of it when I left, so, you know, it feels a little like a step back." Her eyes glazed
momentarily, but she recovered, sniffing and smiling brightly. "Oh well, I'm lucky, I
guess. At least there's some hope."
"Precisely," Gretta said.
Amy hugged her and said she had to leave for a job interview. She stopped
suddenly in her breeze to the door. "Oh, Mrs. S!" she gasped.
"What is it, dear?" Gretta said.
"Oh god, I knocked your coat down and thought I broke that-what is that, an
ornament?" she asked, plucking it from the worn brown carpet.
"Oh dear," Gretta said, her breath quickening. She snatched the angel from Amy's
hand and scrutinized it.
"I'm so sorry, Mrs. S. Is it okay? It's beautiful. I didn't know you collected
those."
Gretta didn' t answer immediately. "I think-yes, dear, it's just fme. I'm surprised
it didn' t break on this thin carpet. Look, it's a-okay," she smiled.
"Great," Amy said, relief draining the blotches from her face as she opened the
door. "I'll try to stop by before next weekend, Mrs. S." She closed the door.
Gretta sat in her recliner cradling the angel in her hand. She picked her heavy coat
off the floor and removed a blown glass Santa Claus from the other side pocket. She lay

-,
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them side by side on her lap and began humming "Silent Night." When she got to the
end, she tilted her head to one side and began heaving silently. Every Christmas she spent
a pirate's treasure on gift rap, bags, bows, lights, candy. It' s preposterous. I'm all alone,
she thought. But then, on top of it all, she had to go pinching ornaments like a common
sticky-fingered thief. I don't know why; I don't know why I do it. Maybe they should
lock me up with all the riffraff, she thought, her thumbs hiding the eyes of Santa and the
angel.

* * *
"I got something, Miss Schneider, me, me, me!" The hands shot up and waved
like flags gone berserk. Desks creaked as the students stretched, competing for hand
height. Class was over. It was Open Discussion time, a mature version of Show and Tell.
"Oo-oo-oo! Pick me, pick me!" said Tawanda Meeks, a wiry girl with scores of
skinny braids. Gretta called on her. After the class's collective sigh she said, "Okay,
okay, I gotta tell y'all something." Oftentimes, Open Discussion turned into confession.
"Somebody I know-not me-took some stickers from Superfoods the other day."
"What do you mean, they stole them?" Jimmy Cromwell shouted from the back.
"Jimmy, raise your hand next time," Gretta said. What was this?
"Naw, she didn' t steal nothing. She took them. She said, and this is why I'm
asking y' all, that it ain't stealing because it's Christmas and she' s giving them as presents
to people."
A chorus of dissent erupted throughout the room.
"Of course that' s stealing!"
"No it ain't!"

-
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"Your friend ' s a shoplifter!"
"What kind of stickers were they?"
"Did she get anything else?"
"Thief, thief, thief! " someone called from the middle. Others caught on and
-,

before long the whole class chanted it, heads wagging. Tawanda had covered her ears and
squished her eyes shut, and was humming something incomprehensible.
"Quiet!" yelled Gretta, but the chant continued. She pulled out a bicycle hom and
sounded it. "Quiet right this second!" she bellowed.
The students quieted, one after another, until the room was silent. Gretta sat on
the edge of her desk, her head in her hands, listening to the echo.
"Miss Schnei-"
"Quiet!" She yelled at Tawanda Meeks.
"Yes, ma' am," the little girl said. Her eyes filled with tears and she put her head
down on her desk.
The room was still. Gretta looked around the room. Alarmed stares gave way to
diverted eyes, and it wasn' t long before Gretta felt truly ashamed. She didn't know where
to begin. How could she possibly explain it to a room_full of sixth-graders when she
couldn't comprehend it herself? "No more Open Discussion," she said, staring at the
Tawanda' s shaking, dark-braided head. "Just go ahead and pack up. And forget about me.
I'm just a big grouch, today." Tawanda peeked over her arms, but when she saw Gretta
looking at her, she snapped her head back down.

* * *
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The following Friday, Gretta floated through the White Christmas boutique in a
kind of dream, her feet sweeping her from one aisle to the next as though she stood atop a
magic carpet. Garlands of glitzy tinsel, iridescent pearls, and red velvet bows arched their
way around the store's walls. In front of each aisle was a fully decorated, artificial
Christmas tree. The green ones had been sprayed with chalky snow and the white ones,
Gretta's favorite, had been finished offwith sprinkles of multicolored glitter that made
glorious rainbows of foil snowflakes on their pink or light blue tree skirts.
She sidled into the aisle devoted exclusively to blown glass ornaments and felt the
usual exhilaration tingle through her. Floating forward, her head tilted and bobbed its
way down the aisle. She mentally took in every bauble on her left, not missing a single
ornament. It was ten minutes before she made it to the end of the aisle, disappointed since
nothing had stirred her particularly. Gretta walked briskly back to her starting point and
began to repeat the entire process, only facing the right this time.
A bit past mid-aisle she stopped, her eyes locked on a star nestled back on a
higher shelf. It had been blown clear and shaped perfectly, its points sharp though the
inside was puffed full of air in the usual way. It had been painted white and its edges
traced with gold. The star seemed to stare serenely at _her from its spot on the shelf. She
found it simple but mesmerizing. Its neighbor was perfect, too, she reveled. Why, there
were at least four beside each other and Gretta couldn't find a single flaw. She made a
space on a lower shelf, placed one of the boxed stars there, and went to work with her
razor.
It was as if her right hand wasn't doing anything at all, she was examining the star
in her left hand so intensely. There was something oddly peaceful about it. Through the
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box's plastic window the star's glass arcs flowed gently, reminding Gretta ofthe soothing
curves of a pond back home in Shefford. She remembered skipping down the hilly lane
through Trevor's Wood to reach it, then lying on its bank watching for spindly minnows
and sunning turtles. Ages ago. She must've been only eight or so at the time. Gretta
hadn't realized until now, gazing at the glass star's surfaces, the way the water had
stretched and nodded at her as she lounged at its edge peering into its depths.
An older blond boy, perhaps ten, skipped into the image and plopped down beside

her on the bank. What was his name? He was handsome, she remembered. His blond hair
curled in locks around his tanned face and his blue eyes seemed poured from the pond.
He sat beside her fiddling with a stick he had picked up nearby.
"You' re Gretta Schneider," he said, his voice blurry as though he was talking
underwater.
"Uh-huh."

"Your hair' s black as sin, you know that? I never met a girl with black hair
before."
"My hair's not black. It' s brown," she said.
"Maybe you should wash it then."
"Shaddup, stupid boy," She pursed her lips and stared intently at the pond,
refusing to appear hurt.
"What' s that in your hand?" he asked.
"Nothing," she said, hiding it under her lap and bringing out her hands for him to
see.
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''You hid it. Let me see," he said, pushing her over and wresting her treasure from
her.
"Give it back!" she yelled, grabbing at his arm. He slapped her away.
" I knew it," he laughed. "They were right about you. Do you know what this is?"
"Of course, stupid. It's a star. Now give it back to me. It' s my mother's." She
reached it again but he pinched her leg and she screamed.
" It' s a bloody Star of David. You are a dirty Jew, just like they said. He got up
and danced in a circle around her, holding the star up high. "Dirty Jew, dirty Jew," he

•
sang.
"Stop it!" she screamed, hopping up and down in an attempt to recapture the gold
star whose edges flashed in the sun. But he was too old, too tall, and too deft in his
movements. Suddenly he stopped and looked at her, the smirk gone from his face.
" Do you know what we think of dirty Jews here?''
"No, and I don't care, neither," she said, crying and afraid. "Give it back to me. It
isn't yours."
The boy turned and threw it as hard as he could into the pond. It plunked
somewhere near the middle, sending round waves spip.ning toward all the pond's banks.
"That' ll teach you, dirty Jew," he said, and ran off chortling.
What was his name? They had attended the same school for several years, but she
couldn't recall. She didn't even remember when they began celebrating Christmas instead
of Chanukah, when the large bowl of walnuts and almonds replaced the menorah on the
mantel. Except that it was after Papa died, which would put her around nine or ten.
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"Mrs. S, are you okay?" Amy asked. She wore a fluffy white vest with a Frosty
the Snowman narnetag and a black top hat. Her face was concerned. "You didn't answer
when I called out to you."
" I was-well, I was .. .just looking at this star here," she said, leaning against the
shelf and pushing her right hand back further. "There' s something special about it. I was
just remembering." So this was Amy's new job.
"Ah, well, that's nice, Mrs. S. Sometimes it's nice to remember."
"I didn't know you worked here, dear," Gretta said, extracting her hand from the
shelf.
"It's just part-time. Security, believe it or not. You wouldn't believe the
shoplifting that goes on in this place. It's amazing. Don't catch a lot of people, though."
"Really? Then how do you know there's lots of pinching going on?"
"Oh, all the boxes left behind. Packages opened, you name it." She leaned close to
Gretta. "Nothing's sacred around here, if you know what I mean, Mrs. S," she said
knowingly.
"Ah-hah. So, Amy, is your situation working out all right?"
"Well, it's no ice cream cone, that's for sure. My mom and I get into it just like
we used to. But it's better than being alone, I guess, in my ... you know." Amy tilted her
head and looked past Gretta, who was nodding. "Mrs. S, let me just see something behind
you for a second."
"What is it, dear?"
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"Look at this, Mrs. S," she said, reaching far back into the shelf. She pulled out
the boxed star. " See? Just like I was saying, except someone actually cut through the top
trying to steal it. Jeez, I'm surprised they gave up after all that."
"Goodness," Gretta said. "Look at that. What a lovely star. I suppose it'll go into
the junk pile now?"
"No, they' ll return it to the manufacturer people," Amy said, turning her head.
She sneezed.
"God bless you, dear."
"Thanks-" She sneezed again.
" God bless you twice. Amy, you' re not coming down with a bug are you? Here,
I've got a tissue." Gretta scrounged around her pocket until she found one.
"Thanks, Mrs. S," Amy said. "I don't know what's wrong ... what' s this?" A razor
tumbled to the ground. Amy bent down and picked it up. She looked at it a few seconds.
"What's that, dear?"
"A razor. You gave it to me by accident. Here," she said, handing it to her. She
looked past Gretta into the shelves, then turned aside and sneezed a third time. " I guess
I'd better go take something," she said, placing the boxed star back on the shelf. She
began to back herself up the aisle, avoiding eye contact with Gretta.
"Amy, please, I don' t want you to think something awful about me. I can't really
explain it, but I'm not.. .like that."
Amy stopped at the head of the aisle and looked at Gretta. "I know. I
don' t know, Mrs. S. I'm really pretty confused right now."

mean~
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Grettajust stood there. She didn't know what to say. She shook her head sadly at
AmY and tried to say something.
"I gotta go," Amy said quickly. She swirled around the comer, causing her top hat
to fall off, and was gone.
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The Express Lane

Connie had only fifteen minutes left on the clock when she noticed old Bertha at
the end of her line. Coloring, she excused herself and jogged to Photo to retrieve her
customer's order. These flipping people, she thought, scrolling through the unorganized
fat orange packages in the "D" section. It 's bad enough they don 't notice my register light

is off and get in my line before I can chain it (Dahlquist, Dolkman, Donaldson, Daley,
Dinfield .. .), but then they go and unhook the chain and slip in, too. Do they think I won 't
notice? Me? The one who put up the chain in the first place? It figures she would do it,
though. "Some people," she mumbled, snatching out the package scrawled " Donofrio" in
red pen. Back at her register, Connie apologized for the delay and completed the
transaction with a smile.
Inside she was not smiling. Connie had smiled for seven hours except during her
thirty-minute lunch, which she had spent scowling at a decades-old game show in the
break room. She had smiled so much that her jaws ached. She hated smiling. She envied
the stock people who came at night after the store was closed and plunked their boxes
around and fixed up the shelves; they didn't have to smile at anybody if they didn' t want
to. They could glare or frown or just walk around blank-eyed all night long if they
wanted. Probably they grinned so little, that doing it every once in awhile was nice. But
their hours were insane.
If one wanted decent hours in this business, one had to smile at everything.
Connie grinned sheepishly when she ran out of bags or change, when she asked for
identification, when her lane's chewing gum or magazines ran low, when she ran off for
cigarettes and they were out of the customer's brand, when an item expected to be on sale
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wasn't. She smiled sympathetically when a rain check had expired, the electronic funds
system rejected personal checks or credit cards, or when the manager stood beside her
relaying bad news to her customer. In these more serious instances she supplemented the
sad smile with knowing sighs and a few graceful headshakes, although more often than
not she harbored a patriotic satisfaction in the trouncing of those who dared to write bad
checks or charge purchases on maxed credit cards in her place of business.
Connie routinely slammed her fmgers in the cash register, scraped her arms with
hangers, snapped herself with rubber bands--even poked the needle of a security device
•
fastener clean through the flesh of her ring fmger once. Standing behind her register, her
hand throbbing and leaking into the pocket of her red vest, it looked as though she' d
simply leaned sideways up against the sloppy, wet sink in the restroom and had gotten it
wet. The customer's repeated, "You alright? You sure?" drowned itself out as though by
a volume dial. She blinked the glassiness out of her eyes and smiled brightly, bagging his
items with her right hand. Connie chuckled and joked, her ears full of her own banging
heartbeats, until she thought she would faint.
She fooled them all, she was such an expert. She knew they only saw only a goodnatured, enthusiastic, hardworking young woman whose smile inexplicably appealed to
them, no matter how many laps around the store it had taken to find the light bulbs, cat
litter, or sun block. Her special way of smiling at each new customer caused a kind of
temporary gripe disassociation. As she lifted her pearly periwinkle eyes from the
keyboard in front of the register, a fresh smile was spontaneously born on her face:
During the transaction, the smile underwent a reverse gestation so gradual that it was
imperceptible to the dazzled customer. As she waved them off, her smile would fade into
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a simple upward curve of lips that erupted into a lively beam on making eye contact with
her next customer. It was as though each of them was a long-lost bosom high school
friend, and since she had missed her ten-year reunion, why, just look at this unexpected
chance to catch up. She was a master.
But Bertha was unimpressed by all the cashiers, and Connie knew why. She was
surprised to see her after the incident a month ago when she was caught trying to leave
the store in a pair of unpurchased athletic shoes. She had heard the security alarm blare
its vicious siren and had seen the plainclothes security people swoop in on the old black
woman, and felt instantly sorry for her. It was the day after Thanksgiving and the cashiers
were so swamped that they kept missing security tags, causing the alarm to sound around
the clock.
Once Connie saw them motioning for Bertha to remove the white sneakers, her
sympathies vanished and she felt the usual sense of triumph over vice. The old woman
yelled and kicked one of the security men in the groin before being marched out by
another to a bench in front of the store. "It' s people like that who give blacks a bad
name," her customer sneered as Connie bagged her fruit juice and cereal. No doubt, she
had thought at the time. The incident was so cataclysmic that one of the security
personnel, in the heat of retelling the story in the break room, let the old woman's name
slip. "Bertha" quickly became the secret code for "shoplifter."
Connie reflected doubtfully on Bertha' s audacity as the old woman wheeled a
cartful of items through her Ten-Items-Or-Less line. Since she was off in five minutes,
Connie decided not to mention the thirty or so extra items.
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"Good evening, ma'am. Find everything okay?" she asked, grinning past the old
woman's white fuzzy head and unsuccessfully concealing a giggle at her own phrase.
"Hell no," Bertha answered. "Never can find a damn thing in here. Something
funny to you?" She wore an almost threadbare white housecoat sprinkled with purple and
red paisleys and a pair of red reading glasses folded around her narrow neck without the
aid of a string or chain. She hadn't worn a bra. Connie doubted she ever had.
"No, ma'am," Connie said, flushing and straightening her face. She slid the cans
of chicken broth and lima beans and tuna fish rhythmically across her beeping scanner.
Next came the fifty cent boxes of spaghetti and the jars of tomato sauce with meat and
the loaves of white bread and about twelve ninety-nine cent frozen dinners (the cheap
Asian-Nebraskan kind). Connie leaned forward as she whipped the items across the
scanner, wishing she could get a look at the woman's shoes. It was silly. Surely she
wouldn't be dumb enough to repeat the same stunt. Connie removed a hanger from a pair
of green sweatpants and felt around inside for the security tag.
The old woman had turned around and crouched down, and was fumbling through
the gum and candy display. Connie stopped ringing up items and walked to the front of
her aisle, pretending to organize the bags she'd already filled. The woman held a pack of
mints and a chocolate bar in one hand and was rifling through the bubble-gum filled
lollipops. Suddenly, she glared at Connie in a way that sent her scooting back to her cash
register.
"What?" she said. "You got a problem? What about my motor oil? It still over
there."

21
"Sorry ma' am. Just fixing up those bags for ya," Connie chattered over her
agitation. She was almost positive Bertha was trying to shoplift the candy. She slid the
green bottles of motor oil over the scanner and began looking for a manager at the same
time. The old woman grunted and hoisted herself up. She turned around, empty handed,
and leaned her elbows on the check-writing counter.
"What, no candy or gum today?" Connie asked, forcing a smile.
"Girl, you see any candy or gum on that belt?"
"Excuse me, I'll be right back," Connie said. She was through trying to be tactful.
Bertha's impudent dishonesty astounded her to no end. She jogged toward Customer
Service and whispered to Nat, the assistant manager on duty. They both returned to
Connie' s station where old Bertha stood shaking her head. She set her fat black vinyl
purse on the counter next to the unbagged motor oil.
"What the hell is this?" she mumbled, waving a dark drooping arm at Nat. Connie
stood next to him, her head tilted sympathetically although she knew the woman didn't
deserve one ounce of compassion.
"Ma'am, I'm Nat Klein, the assistant manager-" he started.
" What, you think I can' t read?" she said. "I see your damn name tag."
" Connie says that you may have, perhaps by accident, put some candy into your
pockets or purse. In light of what happened last month, I need you to empty your pockets
and open your purse."
"What! " Bertha exploded. "You joking, fight? I ain' t showing you nothing; fool. "
Connie stepped back against the tiny wall of her enclosure. Who knew what the
crazy woman would do now that she' d been unmasked again. She wished Bertha would
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get on with it and open her purse. Didn't she realize how foolish all this overreaction
made her look? Apparently not. Connie resolved that the old woman was simply too
dumb to understand. And at her age, too, that 's the saddest part. People in the
surrounding lanes had hushed their voices and alternately stared and whispered at the
spectacle. Meanwhile, Bertha was getting louder and louder.
"You people a bunch of jackasses, you know that! Who the hell you think you are
asking me to open my purse? I'm a old lady and sometime I forget and that just what I
done last time with them shoes, and I told you people. I done walked out with four bags ·
>

of shit I done paid for. I just forgot to take them damn shoes off!" Her eyes bulged and
the reading glasses fell from her neck onto the check-writing counter. She slapped them
away and they went sailing across shoddy linoleum toward Photo. "And you," she yelled,
pointing at Connie. "Why you gotta go lying like that? You something else, that's right."
Connie shook her head at Nat. Her ears stung with heat. She couldn' t believe how
successful the old woman had been at stalling. Nat pulled the handset off the enclosure
wall and called security over to the register. It'll all be over soon, Connie thought. Maybe
they'd call the police this time. She imagined herself telling the story over and over in the
break room and flashed a quick grin at the cashier next to her.
Two of the security personnel approached, one of them the man Bertha kicked in
the groin, and the other a woman. Bertha had carried on so much that she'd begun
sobbing. She gripped her purse to her chest until the woman touched her on the arm and
suggested they go to the bench out in front of the store.
"No!" she yelled. "Fine. I' m gonna open my purse and my pockets to you
jackasses and then I ain' t never coming in here again, Lord help me."
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Connie rolled her eyes. Who needed videos or movies nowadays? Bertha opened
her purse. She took out a used tissue and wiped her wet face, trailing white lint all over it.
The security man went through the purse slowly. He removed an old black wallet, a soda
can, and a Bible with its cover ripped off. Then he combed his fingers through the smaller
items. Shaking his head, he handed the purse back to old Bertha, who was still crying and
cursing them all to God under her breath. She blew her nose and dropped the linty tissue
into her purse.
"What about her pockets?" Connie whispered to Nat as though they were across
,

the room.
"Oh, you a real piece of work," Bertha said to Connie, and pulled the pockets out
of her housecoat. In one pocket were three cough drops, and in the other seventy-five
cents in quarters. "For the bus," she said. "You fools happy now?"
Connie slumped against the wall. How could it be? Then it struck her: she had
gotten rid of it. She tossed it somewhere when I went to get Nat. She peered under the
counter, but there was nothing on the floor. Maybe it was under the candy display. Or,
wait a minute, maybe it was in the candy display. That 's it, she said to herself. I never

should've gone to Customer Service to get Nat. I should've called. Now this unbelievably
ignorant woman would get away with it.
Nat apologized to Bertha and the security people scuttled off. Nat turned to
Connie. He actually expected her to apologize to this thief who had lucked out in her
aisle. She looked into Nat's face for what seemed like five minutes before turning to the
old woman who stood there glaring at her, her dark spindly hands folded over one of the
motor oil containers.
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"Sorry for the misunderstanding, ma'am," she muttered, though inside she boiled
over at the injustice of it all.
Nat squeezed Bertha's arm and asked her to meet him at Customer Service after
the transaction so he could make amends. Bertha nodded vacantly and Nat trailed off,
leaving Connie to conclude the sale.
"That'll be sixty-two dollars and thirty-seven cents, ma' am," she snorted, and
smirked at the old woman.
"You a lie, you know that?"
"Wha-" Connie began, but the old woman had torn the top off the jug of motor
oil and squirted it straight at Connie's chest. She gasped as the smelly liquid splashed
against her and coursed down the red vest, raining all over her khaki pants. A few drops
of it landed on her cheek and ran into her gaping mouth, causing her to gag.
"There, girly girl. You ain't smiling now! " The old woman dropped the container
on the counter where it continued chug-chugging and bolted from the store like a twentyyear-old.
"Oh my god," Connie cried, her arms out wide. The front checkout area had
quieted again over the commotion. She glanced helplessly over at the cashier in the next
lane, but all he did was smile at her. Connie sank down to the dirty floor behind her thin
partition, hid her head under her cash register, and cried.
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The Hard Way

Erica Schultz wished her mother wouldn't lie about her. She told everyone who
came over that Erica was afraid of the water, and it was the biggest lie in the world. What
eight-year-old was scared of a bunch of silly pool water? Not her, that was for sure. She
had drunk and snorted so much of it over the past few summers that even her special
cinnamon mouthwash couldn't get rid of the chlorine bitterness that stuck to her tongue
after a long day in the pool. But the lie continued, so Erica spent hours and hours over the
slillltner sloshing around the shallow end in order to show her mother's drinky guests
how untrue it was.
It was the deep end that concerned Erica, and maybe that was what Mother meant
when she dropped her scotch between her knees and leaned over to Mr. Ray or Mr. Jim
or Mr. Henry to whisper, "She's still a little afraid of the water, poor thing, but we're
working on it." Last year Erica had seen first hand how deep it was when the pool lady
came and drained out the water to make a repair. Her mother had told her to be careful,
and Erica had walked slowly down the white steps to the floor of the shallow end,
lingering there while the pool lady stood on a stepladder in the deep end fiddling with the
large round light fixture. The back wall rose above the pool lady's head because she was
way back by the nine-foot mark, the deepest part of the pool. Because of that awful time
before when she went too far and slipped under and couldn't breathe or get back up, and
Mr. Henry had to jump in after her, Erica never ventured past the four foot mark. Even

now that the pool was dry and empty, she hung behind the bold black number four as
though it was a protective force field.
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"Go on, darling," her mother called. She was reclined on her favorite yellow
chaise lounge under a drapey sunflower umbrella. "Move forward a little. Don't you want
to go down that slide in the middle there?"
"I don't know," Erica said quietly, ignoring the rest of the pool and eyeing the
number four closely. She traced it with an index finger until she felt she'd mastered it,
and then wrote invisible number fours all along the shallow end of the pool.
"Suit yourself," her mother said, and sipped her iced tea before taking up her
novel. "But there' s nothing to be afraid of. You can't drown without water."
"I'm not afraid, Mother," Erica said and ran out to the center ofthe pool. She
stopped behind the invisible four foot line and paused a few seconds.
"Well?" her mother said.
"Okay," she said, scooting forward in a cautious crabwalk. She sat on the edge of
the floor's deep white slope and looked up at the side. "Five feet! " she gasped.
"Good girl," her mother said from behind her book.
Erica looked forward. It did look kind of like a slide-a big, wide, steep one. The
pool lady must not be scared at all, Erica thought. She hadn't moved from her spot on the
stepladder. How could anybody be all the way at the bottom like that and not be scared?
It was like the bottom of a drain. She shuddered and began crab walking backwards into

the shallow end.
"What are you doing?" her mother asked. She had put the novel on her lap and
was tying her red hair up into a rubber band. "Aren't you going to slide?"
"No," Erica said. "I better go do my homework. I got a spelling test tomorrow."
"I have a spelling test tomorrow," her mother said.
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"I have a spelling test tomorrow," Erica repeated, averting her eyes from the
bright pit of the deep end. She wished she 'd never seen it without water.
"Darling, I want you to slide down the middle there before you go in."
"I don't want to, Mother," she said quietly.
"Is it because you're afraid?" her mother asked, taking off her sunglasses and
squinting at her.
"No, I just don't want to."
"Well, let me see you do it just once before you go in, then."
"But Mother," she whined, "I don't want to-"

.

"Erica Jane," her mother cut in sharply. "Don't be a baby. If you' re scared, just
say so. If not, get over there and slide down. You only have to do it once. You' re eightyears-old. We have to make some headway here."
"Fine," she cried out defiantly.
"Move it, then," her mother said, waving her sunglasses toward the middle of the
pool.
Erica crab walked angrily out to the edge and glanced at the five-foot mark again.
She couldn't bear having to slide down the steep whit~ slope into the pool's stomach. She
started crying.
"What's the matter now?" her mother asked, slamming down her book.
"Nothing!" Erica yelled.
"Well, let's see you slide, then."
Erica scooted her buttocks forward an inch at a time. She was terrified. As her
legs and hips dipped lower and lower, she leaned her torso backward to balance herself.
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Once her buttocks slipped over the edge, though, she couldn't bend backward anymore.
This is it, she thought. I can't. I can' t do it.
"What's wrong?" her mother called. "I don't see you sliding."
"I'm fine!" Erica screamed, hating her for making such a fuss. She slid down a
tiny bit at a time until she resembled a warped cross. Only her outstretched arms and head
kept her from sliding down the rest of the way. This is it, she thought, easing her head up
a bit. She gaped at the view. Oh, it was too far down, too far ...
"Are you going?" her mother asked.
She squished her eyes shut and let her body drop down. There was a quick
exhilarating rush and then she was twisting and rolling, she hadn't meant to, and banging
into something, and there was a musical " Oh!" as something screeched and toppled and
her mother screamed just before Erica's forehead thumped into the concrete.
So this summer her mother felt compelled to laugh nervously and dip her drink
down low and whisper too loudly to whomever was visiting, "She' s still a little afraid of
the water, but she'll be okay." Erica wanted to scream when she did this, but instead she
went under water and held her breath as long as she could or did straight Olympic
handstands, or if she was really worked up, splashed about rambunctiously enough to wet
her mother's stiff red hairdo.
"This is Mr. Charlie," her mother said one early afternoon while Erica sat on the
steps of the shallow end counting the wrinkles in her raisiny fingers and toes and
wondering why the rest of her body didn't get raisiny.
"Hello, Mr. Charlie," Erica said automatically, putting her dripping hand out to
the man who had stooped over to meet her. He looked like the others except that he had a

29
short brown mustache. Charlie Chaplin, she thought to herself. That's how she would
remember him.
"Hello, Erica," he said, covering and warming her wet hand with his own.
"Having fun today?"
"Yes. It's nice."
"Darling, Mr. Charlie is going to do something really wonderful. He's going to
teach you to swim!" Erica's mother said, clapping her hands enthusiastically.
"Really?" was all Erica could say.
" Yes. He used to be a lifeguard a long time ago and he taught swim classes to
loads of children. We are so grateful, Charles," Mrs. Schultz said, playing with the knot
her tropical wrap made at her waist.
Mr. Charlie stood up straight and put his arm around Erica's mother. He tipped up
her chin and smiled at her, shaking his head a little. "Oh, Della, you silly thing, I'd be
honored to teach your Erica how to swim." Then they giggled at each other through
mirrored sunglasses and tripped off to the patio table where Erica's mother began mixing
Bloody Marys.
Erica eased down to one of the lower steps until only her head floated on the
surface. Maybe if she held her breath and went under she would disappear, but then she
realized it wouldn't matter. because sooner or later she'd have to come back up for air. So
instead she pretended that all the submerged parts of her body were invisible; she sank
down further so that only her nose and eyes were above the water. She inhaled and ·
exhaled, then slipped off the steps and glided across the shallow end like a watchful
alligator, her eyes on the couple at the patio table across the way.
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Who is Mr. Charlie, anyway, Erica wondered. Where had he come from? What
had happened to Mr. Ray and Mr. Jim and Mr. Henry? Mr. Ray had come over a couple
weekends last summer, but then he stopped coming (Erica supposed he must've had to
get back to wherever he was visiting from), and Mr. Jim had taken his place. Mr. Jim was
a musician and sometimes brought along a funny little guitar called a banjo and played it
for them and they all laughed. But after a few weekends he disappeared, too, and right at
the end of summer Mr. Henry showed up, just in time to pull Erica out of the water when
she went in too deep and almost drowned.

Mr. Henry had stayed around the longest of everybody. Once the pool was
covered up he still came over for dinner and took Mother to the theater. One cold
afternoon he'd even taken all three of them to the museum in town and Erica felt nice that
day, nicer than any day she spent splashing around in the pool. She liked Mr. Henry. He
was a teacher at the nearby high school and said that one day when she started going
there he'd show her how to make a proper birdhouse. In fact, if she was very good,
maybe he wouldn' t make her wait that long and would show her sooner. Erica was so
excited that she began looking all over the back and front yard for birds. She had never
thought much about birds before, but they were all

sh~

could think about for a few

months. When she had finally found the best place for the birdhouse, an oak in one of the
backyard comers that housed a nest of blue jays, she thought, Mr. Henry stopped coming.
Erica asked her mother about Mr. Henry the first weekend he didn't show up, when it
was just the two of them dawdling in the living room, her mother at her embroidery and
Erica blindly assembling a puzzle she knew by heart. Her mother had simply said, "He
had to go away. I don't expect he ' ll be back anytime soon." Then she stood up, turned on

'-.
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Lawrence Welk, and settled back into her embroidery. Erica's eyes welled up and she
cried out that Mr. Henry had promised to help her make a birdhouse, but her mother only
responded that sometimes people broke promises, and that Erica should know that by
now after the divorce.
So there was Mr. Charlie chatting her mother up and slurping his Bloody Mary,
crunching the ice in his jaws. Her mother never ate the ice; she just poured more stuff in
her glass until it melted away. The two of them continued giggling and whispering and
occasionally Mr. Charlie would lean close and twirl a piece of her mother's red hair in his
fmgers. Erica took a deep breath through her nose and blew out hard through her mouth.
Bubbles popped up all over the surface but neither of them looked. She didn't like Mr.
Chaplin. She didn't like him one bit.
After lunch Mr. Charlie stepped into the pool to begin instruction. Mrs. Schultz
moved over to her chaise lounge and took up her novel. "You two have fun," she called
out, smiling. "Erica, please don' t make a face like that. It's not attractive. You' ll be fine.
Just listen to Mr. Charlie. He's an expert."
Mr. Charlie put his large hands around Erica's waist like a thick tight belt and
commenced to teach her how to paddle and kick. She J.cept craning up her neck to breathe
because her face was in the water so much.
"No, my dear, you don't want to pull your neck up like that because you'll never
be able to do it while you' re swimming," he said.
"But I can't breathe," she spluttered.
"Sure you can. Just turn your head from side to side like this. He released her and
swam a lap across the shallow end to demonstrate. Then he grabbed her again and she
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paddled and kicked and tried to mimic his neck turning. For some reason, though, she
couldn't make it work. Mr. Charlie commented on it a few more times, but he finally let
it go. He turned Erica over and tried to teach her to float.
"Just relax, Erica. Pretend you're not even there. You're invisible. Breathe very
slowly."

It sounded easy enough to Erica. She pretended that sort of thing all the time. He
placed one palm beneath her waist and she lay on top of the water trying to make
everything around her disappear. Then he pulled his palm away and she went under. This
happened four or five times. She couldn't understand at first; she'ci thought herself such
an expert at making herself invisible. Then she realized. Only the parts of her body that
went under water could be invisible. That was why she kept sinking. She tried to explain
this to Mr. Charlie but he shook his head and said, " Watch me." He lay very flat on top of
the water and didn't sink at all. It was maddening.
" It doesn't matter," she said coolly. "You're not invisible, Mr. Charlie."

His mustache bristled with drops of water as he crouched near her and said,
"Erica, you can't really make yourself invisible. You do know that. No one can. Now
let's try paddling and kicking some more."
She kicked and paddled and craned her neck so that she could breathe. Mr.
Charlie rebuked her and once again demonstrated the proper head turning technique. But
no matter how hard she struggled, Erica couldn't swing it. She became upset over this
strange Mr. Chaplin writhing her body all over the place like a baton, coupled with her
own failure to catch on to what seemed like simple instructions. She started ignoring him.
What could he do? He wasn' t her father. He told her to kick and paddle but she just lay in
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the tight vice of his hands craning her head up for air. "I don't want to," she said simply.
"I'm too tired."
"Erica, we've only been at this a half hour or so. It takes much longer than that to
learn how to swim. You're not going to lick it today, anyway. It's going to take several of
these lessons for you to learn."
"Darling, you're not giving Mr. Charlie a hard time, are you?" her mother called.
She had the paperback balanced on her knees and was examining one of her lacquered
fmgemails.
"No, Mother. I'm just a little tired, that's all."
"Well, you do as Mr. Charlie says. He knows best. Charles, I'm going inside to
get more ice and snacks. Everything going okay?"
"Ah, yes," he smiled, "Everything is going splendidly. I may have to change gears
in my instruction, here, but I assure you that little Erica will be swimming in no time."
"Wonderful," her mother grinned, and walked inside.
Erica looked at Mr. Charlie. The grin fell from his face and he glared at her.
"Your mother is the nicest lady I've ever met," he said sternly. "Do you know that,
Erica?"
"No," she said. She didn't know that.
"Well, she is, and you're all she's got right now. Do you know that?"
" Yes."
"If something awful happened to you, she would be all alone, wouldn't she?"
"Yes," Erica said fearfully. She didn't understand what this awful Mr. Charlie
was getting at.
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"Well, that's precisely why she wants you to learn to swim. Do you think you can
give it a little more effort for your mother's sake?" he asked, smiling shyly as though he
had never glared at her.
"I guess so," she said quietly.
"Excellent! Follow me, then." Mr. Charlie got out of the pool. Erica obeyed,
following him out. He began to walk along the side toward the deep end. Erica walked
until she got to the four-foot mark and stopped. No way was she going further that that.
"Come on, Erica. You can do it. We're just standing outside the pool. There' s nothing to
be afraid of."
Erica was afraid, though. She stood at the four-foot mark and glanced at the patio
door. Maybe she could just stand there until her mother came back out. Oh, why did she
have to go in for ice and snacks?
"Come on," he said, clapping his hands together as though she was a little dog he
was teaching a trick. "Let' s go. We don' t have all afternoon, do we?"
Erica stepped past the four-foot mark and felt her heartbeat quicken. She walked
slowly, hoping her mother would come out before she reached Mr. Charlie' s spot at the
deep end. But Mr. Charlie got tired of waiting and began walking toward her. He grasped
her by one arm and walked quickly back to the deep end, causing her to stumble along
behind him.
"Stop, Mr. Charlie!" she cried, trying to pry her small arm free. "I don' t like the
deep end. I can't go past four feet."
"Erica," he said in a calmly pleasant voice, "that's a lot of malarkey. You only

think you can't go past four feet. " He picked her up by the waist and held her over the
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deep end of the pool. "We're just going to practice some of that kicking and paddling,
Erica."
"No! " she screamed, digging her fmgemails into his forearms. "I can't swim, Mr.
Charlie, don' t let go!" She took a deep breath and screamed "Mo-," but she had crashed
down, down, down in a frothy shroud to the white bottom of the pool where her butt
landed with a thud. She blew out some bubbles and gazed around. She saw the white
slide just ahead of her. Around her was nothing but water waving around like syrup and
white walls on every side. Everything was blue, including her arms and legs. This is it,
Erica thought, as she walk-floated toward the white slide. I'm really drowning and now
no one will come. She blew out some more bubbles (she didn't have many left) and
leaned against the slide's scratchy slanted surface. After she ran out of air, she' d start
swallowing water like last time before Mr. Henry rescued her. Except he was gone, now,
and there was just crazy Mr. Chaplin up there who was probably laughing at her. She
blew out the rest of her bubbles. Suppose he went away, too? Then her mother would be
all alone.
Erica popped up from the floor in slow motion, like a flower groping toward the
sunlight. She held her breath until she thought her body would blow into tiny pieces.
Suddenly everything sped up and the surface flew toward her face and crashed into it.
She gasped for air and kicked and paddled, in what direction she didn't know because a
mound of her hair drooped over her eyes. She could hear Mr. Charlie's voice, "That's a
good girl. Keep coming, Erica. This way, this way, follow my voice," and she obeyed.
She struggled so long that her muscles ached and she was out of breath, but at last her
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hand struck the side of the pool. She grabbed a hold and wiped her eyes with her other
hand.
"You did it, Erica! You swam. Here, take my hand," he said, reaching down.
"No," she said. "I can get back myself." She grabbed her way along the side until
she got to the number four, then she felt her feet on the bottom. She heard the sliding
door open at the patio.
"Sorry I took so long," her mother said. "I found some cocktail weenies in the
icebox and thought I'd warm them up. Everything going okay?"
"Your lovely daughter just swam in the deep end for the first time," Mr. Charlie
said triumphantly.
"What? I can't believe it. Oh, Erica, darling, that' s wonderful! How on earth did
you do it, Charles? When I left you were still teaching her how to tread water, weren't
you?" She set the Dutch oven on the wooden floor of the deck and removed her oven
mitts.
"Well, as I said before you went inside, sometimes a fellow just needs to change
direction, and that' s just what I did. And it worked, see?"
"Mother!" Erica yelled, climbing out ofthe pool and running over to her. "He
threw me into the deep end!" She threw her wet arms around her mother's waist and cried
into her tropical wrap.
"What? No, darling, he never did that. Why on earth would he do such a thing?
You don't know how to swim. Darling, what's gotten into you?" she asked, trying to
extricate herself from Erica's grasp. "Charles, I don't know what's come over her, but I
think I'd better get her inside. I think maybe all of this was a little overwhelming for her."
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"He did it, Mother!" Erica shrieked. "Ask him! He threw me in, he did, he did ... ,"
she cried on and on, holding fast to the sarong until it was soaked through. Erica felt as
though her head would burst. She screamed louder and louder until her voice grew
hoarse, hoping her mother would yell at Mr. Charlie to leave and never come back, but
instead her mother reddened and rebuked her.
"Darling, you' re being really silly and dramatic, and I wish you would calm down
around our guest who' s been kind enough to try to help you. Let's go inside. Charles, I'll
be right back. Would you mind waiting?" she asked, finally quitting the struggle to
'

dislodge herself from her daughter, and standing there as .though Erica was a heavy belt
around her waist that she would slough off momentarily.
"I think we should call it a day, Della," he said, reaching for his t-shirt.
" Oh, Charles, do we have to? She's just ... she needs some sleep, I think. Maybe
she got too much sun today." Erica loosened her grip on her mother's waist and peaked
up from her skirt.
"It's not that at all," Mr. Charlie said, smiling faintly. "And she' ll be fme. Why
don't I give you a call later in the week?" he asked, slipping his brown feet into a pair of
faded loafers under his chair.
"Oh, yes, if you think," she said. He walked over, kissed her on the cheek and
patted Erica's head, causing her to bury it anew in her mother's sarong. Then he exited
through the fence on the side of the house. "Let's go in," her mother said, leaning over to
retrieve her oven mitts.
"Mother," Erica whimpered, releasing her grip for the first time, "he did do it. He
did throw me in the pool. Why won' t you believe me?"
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Erica' s mother picked up the Dutch oven and eyed her daughter. "Sometimes you
have to learn the hard way, Erica, or else you don't learn at all. You swam. That's what's
important. Now get the door for me, please."
Erica slid open the door. "I hope Mr. Charlie doesn' t come back. I don't like

him." Her mother ignored her. Erica stepped onto the carpet inside and glanced back at
the pool before she closed the door. Its surface shimmered and moved with the wind like
a thousand heartbeats. She shivered and eased the tinted sliding glass door shut, closing
herself into the dark air-conditioned room.
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The Stand

Marilyn squinted through the Volvo 's tinted windshield and shuddered at the
sagging tent-like structure her daughter Ivy had persuaded her to visit, calling it "the
loveliest little fruit stand in the world." The car jutted about the empty pit of a dirt lot like
a sick elephant, Marilyn struggling to keep it in one piece, Ivy raving about freshness, the
plights of other cultures and their impact on our own, etc. Two semesters of college and
already a liberal. Her ability to go on and on about nothing in particular was astounding.
Marilyn couldn't wait to report back to Marvin about this, Mr. Our-Daughter-NeedsCulture, so let's do send her north to study. How she wished he was along to see the
result: Ivy's incomprehensible delight in a dilapidated trash heap. Marilyn began to
protest, but Ivy shot from the car, gold bangles chinking, and swept toward the blue tarp.
"Come on, Mom!" she called, and paused a moment. "Ah, what a delicious scent:
fresh, unwaxed, pesticide-free fruit. You won't fmd that at the grocery store. Won' t even

I
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get close," she cried, and disappeared beneath the tarp.
Marilyn certainly didn't want to get close, but what choice did she have? She'd
agreed to come impulsively in a moment flooded with maternal sentiment, a rare let's-dosomething-just-you-and-me sort of scene. Ivy had smiled an amazed yet unsurprised
smile, as though she' d always known her mother was different underneath it all and here
finally was proof, and subsequently hurried Marilyn out to the car. Now, here she was,
fanning herself with her pocketbook and seething as the sand swallowed the heels of her
$250 washed-silk pumps. That she was forced to lurch and flail her way to the
ramshackle structure's hole of an entrance only added to her irritation.
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Marilyn' s shaking foot at last found cardboard and she swung underneath the
crunchy tarp, gagging at the muggy sweetness that enveloped her suddenly. Flies
swarmed about the dank quarters, taking special care not to miss a single piece as they lit
on all the fruits and vegetables. The produce itself was squashed into withered and
occasionally soggy cardboard boxes propped up sideways and jammed into makeshift
rows on six rickety tables. Paper plates scrawled with prices were stuck into the tops of
each box and held in place by the produce itself.
A shiny brown beetle clicked against Marilyn's toe and she leapt to an old table
covered with green bananas for support. Hazards everywhere, she thought. Was there
even one safe place to stand? She batted a fly away from her face and gasped at the
orange-brown rust that coated her palm. Not a napkin or cloth in sight, naturally, and
there was Ivy up at the front, sampling pineapple and chattering away with the destitute
Mexican in charge who had likely had his dirty hands all over the fruit before he gave it
to her. Marilyn grudgingly wiped her hand on her $300 linen skirt, and sidled up to Ivy.
"Ready to go, darling?" she said in her most pleasant voice.
"Not by a long shot. I'm still sampling. Francisco lets me taste whatever I want so
that I can make an informed decision." She turned toward the produce man. "Francisco,
this is my mother, Marilyn Tower."
"Rallo, Mrs. Tower. My name is Francisco Mendes," he said in heavily-accented
English. He walked out from behind the counter, another dilapidated table with a large
old calculator that served as a cash register on top, and grasped her rust-stained hand in
both of his. "It is good to meet you. Your daughter Ivy is very nice girl. And very smart,
too."
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"Yes, well, thank you, Mr. Mendes," she said, a smile pasted to her face. Inside,
she shook her head with disappointment. She would have to talk to Ivy about giving
personal information out to just anyone. Ivy, a college student, should know better.
Marilyn gently pulled her hand away, her smile still in place. She did not wish to insult
the man; she simply wanted to get herself and Ivy out of the awful place. The dirt was
intolerable. When Ivy was a child, Marilyn hadn't let her so much as play near a
sandbox. And who knew what diseases those fruit flies carried? The produce man,
Francisco, was probably immune.
"Sweetheart, I think we'd better be going," she said, smiling brightly at Ivy.
"Mom," Ivy whined, "we just got here. This pineapple Francisco cut up is so
good; you have to try it. Here," she said, thrusting a wet chunk at Marilyn's mouth. Juice
dribbled onto the breast area of her ivory silk blouse, creating a series of dark spots. Ivy
and Francisco laughed.
"Oh, no," she said, reddening and turning her head. The acrid scent of the fruit
wafted into her nose and made her eyes water. "No, thank you." She waved the fruit
away, and fumbled in her pocketbook for her car keys. She had to get out of here, had to
get both ofthem out of here as soon as possible. The
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impoverished Mexican was too much to bear.
"Come on, Mom, don't be silly. You love pineapple. Just try it. It's fresh. You'll
love it, I promise." Again, Ivy held out the dripping pineapple chunk for Marilyn.
"Ivy, I've already eaten, thank you very much. That's why I don't want any
pineapple just now," she said sharply. She turned to Francisco. "But thank you all the
same for your generosity, Mr. Mendes."
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"Okay," he said, nodding.
" Well, anyway, let's buy some while we're here," Ivy said. She flashed Francisco
a spectacular smile. "My mother loves pineapple. It is her absolute favorite fruit, except
she always buys it from the grocery."
"Ah," said Francisco. "That's funny."
"Isn't it?" said Ivy. "Let's buy some, Mom. Francisco has containers in the
cooler. Or do you think a whole one would be better? Then Dad could have some, too."
"I don' t think I need any today, sweetheart. And I don't know what's 'funny'
about buying pineapple at the grocery. After all, thousands of people do it every day.
Let's go," Marilyn said, casting a final disgusted glance about the place. The smile had
left her face.
"I'll buy a quart container myself, then, Francisco," said Ivy. "I know my father
will love it. Oh, and Mom, what's 'funny' about your buying your produce at the grocery
is that they buy it from produce dealers like Francisco. But I guess you probably knew
that already."
"Ivy, put your wallet away and let's get out of here," Marilyn said. "I don't know
what's gotten into you."
"I will not," Ivy retorted. She handed a few dollars to Francisco. "Thank you so
much, for everything," she said warmly.
"Are you sure? Your mother, she say-"
"I am absolutely sure, Francisco. I'm an adult and I have my own money. Would
you put that in a bag for me, please?" Ivy asked, smiling a little too brightly.
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Marilyn stalked through the shack of a fruit stand to the tarp door. She stopped,
waving flies out of her face, and stared at Ivy. "Your father will hear about this, Ivy. I
don't know who you think you are these days, but I do know we raised you better."
"Mom," Ivy said, laboring to be calm, "you have no right to keep me from
purchasing-"
"Get out here this minute!" Marilyn exploded. "When I say it's time to go, we go.
Now move it, young lady!"
Ivy burst into surprised laughter. "Mom, how old do you think I am, ten? I'll be
)

there in a minute, for God's sake." She turned back to Frcmcisco, shaking her head. "I am
so sorry. I don't know why she's being this way."
"Here is your change and your fruit," Francisco said softly.
"Honestly, Francisco, I'm sorry. Please don't be offended." Ivy reached out and
grasped his hand, which had fallen to the counter.
It was too much for Marilyn. She rushed forward suddenly and grabbed Ivy's

wrist from the counter. Ivy spun to face her and Marilyn slapped her face soundly,
leaving a rust powder mark on her pale cheek. "You'd better start listening, little girl,"
she said in a strangely sultry voice.
Ivy's face had fallen with the smack, and she stared at the floor now. "I don't
care," she said, barely audible. "Leave me here. Just go." Her voice trailed off.
"Fine, Ivy, I'm going," she said, dropping her daughter's wrist. "But you're out of
that school, I promise you that."
Marilyn bolted from the produce stand, glad to be out of the sordid place. She
tripped out to the car, heels sinking all the way, and got inside. The heady scent of its

l
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newness, for the Towers had only recently leased it, relieved her frazzled nerves
considerably. She turned on the motor and stretched out on her leather seat in the airconditioning, waiting for Ivy to emerge. She already regretted slapping her, but the girl
simply wouldn't listen! How could she protect Ivy when she was blind to some of the
most obvious dangers of life and deaf to simple instructions?
A blue pickup truck pulled up beside the Volvo and a pregnant Hispanic woman
got out. She walked to the back of the truck and unlocked the bed, which was laden with
boxes of potatoes and onions. Marilyn watched as she heaved out a box of potatoes and
humped it up and into the fruit stand. She returned for another box, and then another. Ivy
had still not come out. The woman had made perhaps five trips when Francisco came out
to relieve her. He grabbed a box of onions and paused near Marilyn' s car. She looked up
at him, then back at the steering wheel. What was with these people and their pretentious
staring? The car shook as he leaned the box against the car door and motioned for
Marilyn to roll down her window. She shook her head. Who did he think he was, telling
her what to do? But he continued to lean on her car and Marilyn became alarmed. What if
he broke her window? Was he planning to assault her right there in the parking lot? She
shuddered.

Your daughter, he mouthed.
" What," she said, and buzzed the window down an inch. "What about her?"
"She go."
"Where? Where did she go? I didn' t see her."
" She go out the other side. To the grocery. She call her father. Your husband."
"Heavens!" Marilyn exclaimed. "What on earth has gotten into her?"
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"Your daughter, Ivy, she is very kind girl," Francisco said. The Hispanic woman
came out from under the blue tarpaulin and shouted something to him in Spanish.
"Okay," he called back to her, waving. But she just stood there, dark and solemn, staring
at Marilyn.
" What' s her problem?" Marilyn snapped at Francisco.
"My wife, she is sorry for you. Ivy is kind to her."
Marilyn zipped up the window and looked away. That woman felt sorry for her?
Why should she feel like an awful mother just now? Hadn't she done her best to protect
'

her child? Didn't a child need discipline if she was going.to be on her own one day?
Wasn 't that part of the whole thing? She eyed Francisco's dark pregnant wife as she
made her way back out to the sand lot for another box and felt a momentary twinge of
sympathy for her. She might be sorry for Marilyn, but she would invariably have a harder
time with motherhood because of what she was-a dirty poor foreigner. Marilyn was
tempted to get out of the car and give her something, maybe some money. What would
she dress her baby in, anyway, potato sacks? She shook her head and floored the gas,
bumping the Volvo out of the lot. A cloud of gray dust momentarily swallowed the whole
site. Francisco and his wife kept their spots in the dirt,_watching her as she drove off.
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Portrait of a Lonely Man

Robby hung forward from the old metal chair in Clemmons' basement office as
though he might roll out of it at any moment. His wiry arms gripped his ankles, and his
stubbly face, deceptively aged and brown-yellow from nicotine, dropped between his
knees to survey the tile below. Dirty. Robby rubbed around with two fingers and brought
them to his nose. The dirt was old. Place hadn't seen a mop in a year, easy.
"Hey, Clem, maybe she' s not coming," Robby said, pulling his head up. "How
about if we do this thing later? I got a lot to do tonight but maybe I can fit your floor in,
too, ifl get a good jump. They had one ofthem award banquets again on seven. You'd
think these people never seen a garbage can." He stood up and straightened his cap.
"Hold it, Rob," Clemmons said, rifling through the jumble of paperwork,
clipboards, and potato chip bags that littered his desk. "Can I get five minutes? This is
important. Down from the big guys." He located a chocolate bar, ripped it open, and
shoved half of it into his bearish mouth. "Shiddown," he said, his fat lips chewing.
"Alright, Clem, but if she don't-"
"Here she is," Clemmons interrupted, flinging the chocolate bar aside. A stocky
brunette in paint-spattered blue sweatpants and a red t-shirt eased open the chain link
door to Clemmons' cage and entered. It squealed shut behind her and clacked into place.
"Have a seat, Glenny." She took the only other available chair next to Robby.
"Sorry, Sam, my car tore up this morning," she said, pulling her hair up into a
makeshift bun and cinching it with a latex band from her wrist. Robby rolled his eyes and
J

looked away. He couldn' t stand it. The way she pressed her fingers through the brown
folds of hair and lifted her chunky arms ballerina-like, baring her neck ~d pumping out
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her big chest like that. Robby wished for the umpteenth time that she'd quit with the
spicy perfume, too.
"Forget it, Glenny, let's just get on with it," Clemmons said. "Got a memorandum
here says there's a problem on six and seven. Something about pictures," Clemmons said.
"Pictures? I dust them once a week," Glenn said. " ' Cept them two by the break
room. They up real high, so Robby does them, right, Rob?"
Robby cleared his throat and sniffed. " Yeah. They up there, sure," he said
dismissively.
"Nah, they're not talking about those pictures," Clemmons said. "They're talking
about family pictures. You know, like photos-the kind in frames. Memo says staff on
six and seven have reported some missing from their desks." He smoothed the half
crumpled, smudgy memo out on a clipboard and peered at it. "Wedding pictures, family
photos, one employee's son's third-grade class picture. Weird. You two see anything?"
Glenn shook her head. "Not me."
Robby cleared his throat again and smiled faintly at Clemmons. "You mean to tell
me these morons have family, too?"
Clemmons chuckled silently. His shoulders he~ved a few times as the stifled
sound worked its way down to his enormous belly which commenced to trembling and
bumped the top drawer of his desk shut. He retrieved the other half of his chocolate bar ·
and waved it at Robby. " You're a real goon, you know that, Rob?" He popped the candy
into his mouth. "Okay, guys, get outta here. I know you're busy. You see any whackjob
stealing pictures, give me a call. Might be a pizza party in it for us, they said."
"Pizzas," Glenn said, getting up.
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"Huh," Robby said. He took a cigarette out from behind his ear and pulled down
his cap. Then he squeaked out of the cage and made his way to the elevator.

* * *
There was a time when all Robby thought about were pizzas. He'd hand-tossed
them at Mario's joint downtown for ten years, starting at sixteen. He'd done it so his
mother would stop sliding him her tip money. He remembered how she'd creep in and
catch him snoring into a textbook on the picnic bench in the dining room. (The bench was
one of the only things Robby' s father had contributed to the household before he split
with Maizie Famyard from the construction company). His mother would nudge around
in her·blue cloth apron, and the jangling of the coins always woke him. "Here ya go, son.
One, two, three .. .three-fifty, four, four twenty-five ... five. That'll fix yaup for a few
days. Say, you gettin' that homework done okay?';
"Yeah, Ma, just takin' a little break, that's all."
"Well I'm gonna go take myself a little break in the tub. Boy gee, do I ache! All
those ham steak specials today, you' d think we had a mess of hogs out back."
"Whyn't you keep your money, Ma? I don't need it. You could get one of them
pedicures or facials."
"Oh no, pedicures ain't for me. A hot bath'll do just fme. Keep the money, son. A
boy needs his bucks."
So once he turned sixteen, he went to work in the back of Mario 's kitchen. He
tossed pies every spare minute he had outside of high school, and once he graduated he
started working full-time. He could toss pies with his eyes shut, he was so good. Just
close his eyes and throw that dough ball up and wait for gravity to mush it down past his
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fingertips to his hands and wrists. Then the trick was to keep a rhythm going. Spin and
toss, spin and toss. The dough would lose its damp fleshiness, stretching and drying as it
danced elastically on Robby' s fingertips and palms. Once it reached a certain size and
dryness, he tossed it onto a pan and dressed it. Tossing pies pleased him. After ten years
he knew he had mastered it utterly.
Then Mario had promoted him and it had all gone to pot. Robby didn' t like
people, couldn't deal with them. He hadn't wanted a promotion. He realized afterward
that one of the things he liked best about pie tossing was the solitude. It hadn' t taken long
'

for him to leave the restaurant despite all the chances Mario gave him to improve in his
new position. An irate caller here, a mixed-up order there, a woman complaining that the
mozzarella wasn' t fresh enough; Robby fmally just walked out of the restaurant on a
smoke break and never returned.
He took the custodial job at Horton Insurance Company downtown so he could
work alone. No distractions, just work and smoke. Never liked dirt much, anyhow. All he
had to do was come to work, clean up the mess, and go home. He took a smoke whenever
he wanted, which was often, but it didn' t matter because he always got his job done. He
lost himself in mopping, vacuuming, wiping, even swishing out toilets. It was easy work.
He had time to think. This was frustrating because at first he couldn't think what he
should be thinking about, but after two months that changed.
His mother died. An aneurysm in her heart had burst right in the middle of Tom' s
Diner' s lunch rush. She'd collapsed between Pastor O' Henry's and Dr. Johnson' s tables
holding a tray full of ham steaks, fried chicken, mashed potatoes and okra. When Robby
showed up a few minutes later, Dr. Johnson was wiping brown gravy off her face and
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saying it was too bad. "Such a young one, and boy could she scoot around this place."
She had been forty-three.
Robby thought a lot about his mother while he swept and mopped and dusted and
sprayed Zap-it into comers at Horton. All that time he' d been at Mario ' s he had barely
thought of her. It was shameful. He' d been so enamored with his job up until the end that
he' d forgotten all about his mother, and she hadn' t had anyone since she was, what,
twenty-seven? Yes. He'd been ten when his father left and took stole half the house along
with him. Robby couldn' t count the number oftimes he'd wanted to chop that picnic
}

table to bits. But it didn't matter anymore because he'd been just as bad as Pop, forgetting
his mother for something else.
One night Robby just started talking to her. He worked the night shift and no one
was around. In seven's boardroom he picked up a foil platter about a quarter full of dry
roast beef sandwiches and was just on his way to the jumbo garbage can by the elevator
when the words spilled out. "You shouldn't have done it, Ma. Picked up that tray when
you weren't feeling yourself. Always picking up trays, trays, trays. Dying with food on
your face. Boy, do I wish I'd stopped in for lunch that day. Sure do." The next night, he
put a picture of her in his work belt.
After a few months, Robby found himself vacuuming underneath a desk one night
and had to ask. "I don't get it, Ma," he said, fingering her picture. "How could he just
leave like that? You were so young and pretty and one day he just ups and goes off with
that huge Maizie. Boy gee, I'd like to get a hold of him. And her! Why, I'd like to·"
He pulled his head out from beneath the desk he'd been vacuuming under and
stopped talking. His eyes had locked onto a framed wedding picture on some guy
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Ewing's desk and the man smiling out at him looked just like Pop. It couldn' t be. He
grabbed the picture. It was uncanny how similar the Ewing guy looked to his father.
"You are some kinda wimp, you know that?" Robby said to the glassed over face.
"Running off with that whore and leaving us like that. I ever see you again, I'll tear you
to pieces. Ma's dead because of you, you know that?" he sneered, and slammed the
picture back into place.
He flew into a nearby cubicle, put his head on the gray plastic desk, and began to
shake. He reached into his work belt and stroked his mother's photograph. "It's alright,
Ma, I told that jerk. Oh, ifl see him I don't know what I'll do. Now you stop crying,
hear? Stop crying, Ma, please."

*

*

*

"You even gonna say thanks?" Glenn asked.
"For what?" Robby said, annoyed. He' d found a photo that closely resembled
Mario and had just pulled it out for a chat when Glenn stumbled into the break room. He
pocketed the photo.
"Saving your butt, that's what," she said. She opened one of the freezers and
pulled out a TV dinner that one of the day employees had scrawled his name on in black
marker. She ripped the lid off and shoved it into the microwave.
" What? I don' t have time for this. I need a smoke." He got up to leave.
"You the picture bandit," Glen said, and exploded into giggles. Robby stopped in
front of the door. "I seen you putting them pictures in your mini-trash bags. Who you
think you fooling? You better watch out. There's cameras, you know."
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"I don't know what you're saying," Robby said, lacing his fingers together and
leaning against the doorway. "Whyn' t you go fix your hair or something?"
"Okay, picture man, go on and have your little smoke. But maybe next time
Glenny won't be so nice, takin' care of you in front of the boss man."
The whites of Robby's knuckles were showing. "Eat grass, Glenn. Whyn't you
stay on your side of the floors, and I'll stay on mine, okay? Boy gee, I'll never get why
they had to go hiring me a partner." He bolted from the room and down the six flights of
stairs to the back exit where he lit up a cigarette. He was upset.
Glenn was the whole reason he took the photos in the first place. After she'd
started working at Horton, Robby had stayed far away from her on his side of the floors
they shared, only whispering when he vacuumed or cleaned the Men's room. It nearly
drove him crazy, not being able to talk in a normal voice like he was used to. Then he
figured it out. He' d just take some of the pictures home with him. They were always so
dusty, anyway. Hard to believe anyone would miss them.
A whole month had gone by and no one had said a word. Until now. Sure, he'd
taken that fishing shot the other day from Owens' desk because the man holding the bass
wore flannels like his grandfather, and that theme park picture from Mendoza's cubicle (a
skinny blond girl-Kate, he decided-screaming her head off on a rollercoaster), but
those were it. What exactly did Glenn mean by "next time," anyway? Robby tossed his
cigarette on the ground and stepped on it. He should've just thanked her and been done
with the whole business. He bent over and picked up the flattened cigarette butt. Then
again, what business of hers was it what he did? None, that's what. He walked to a shiny
chrome garbage can nearby and dropped the butt in. She' d better watch herself, he
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thought, or, well, he didn't know what he would do. Those pictures weren't going
anywhere. They were his family.

* * *
Robby talked it over with Kate the next afternoon when he woke up. Talking to
her was easy because she was a great listener and she wasn't his mother, so he knew she
didn' t judge him. He'd taped her picture to the top of the kitchen chair across from his so
they' d be at eye level. Well, not really; she was still a little shorter than he was, but girls
were supposed to be shorter. She was nice to look at, too. Pretty and thin and blond with
,

big blue eyes. They bulged a little because of the rollercoaster, but Robby liked them just
the same because of their eternally engaging quality.
"So this gal Glenn I work with says she might tell our secret." He paused and took
a bite of beef noodle soup. "I don't know what that means, Katie, maybe that I'll have to
give you back. You, Grampy, Miss Tompkins, Ray, Jim, everyone! I can't stand it." He
paused. "What about her? I don' t have to give her back. That picture' s mine, see." Robby
laced his hands behind his neck and smiled. "Don't be jealous, honey pot. You mean the
world to me." He stared into her open mouth. "I guess I'll just have to take care of it." He
lowered his voice. "Hey, I can' t say how. I don't want Ma to hear me. She'll raise a
ruckus over it, sure... okay, okay, shhhhh." Robby crept from his seat over to Kate's, then
bent over and whispered to the side of her glossy face for a few seconds. He stood up
straight and caressed the top of her chair. "I'll be fine, Katie. Don't worry about me."

* * *
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Clemmons jumped in his chair and hurled his clipboard across his desk. "Jesus,
Rob, you scared the dickens outta me. Whoa, you're early," he said, glancing at his
watch.
"Better early than late," he said. "Say, Clem, can I get the keys? Forgot my dang
combination again."
Clemmons removed his reading glasses. "Thought you wrote it on your shoe so
you wouldn't forget. "
"Yeah. Finally bought some new sneaks today, though, and didn't write it on yet."
"Let's have a look," Clemmons said. He stood up.and squinted through the
dimness of his cage. "Spiffy. Don't see black tennis shoes too often."
" Well, the dirt don't show up so easy that way."
"That's some fashion sense," he chuckled. "You're something else, Rob." He sat
down, opened a desk drawer, and began fiddling through it. "Oooh, didn' t know these
were in here," he said, tossing a pack of m&m' s onto his desk. He reached back into the
drawer and leaned over, digging his arm way in. "Ah-hah." He pulled out a large key ring
jumbled nearly all the way around with keys and handed it to Robby.
"Thanks, Clem. I'll bring 'em right back. Say,_you need a good sweep. This floor
sure mucks up fast."
"Yeah, I know," Clemmons sighed. "Hey, Rob?" he asked, as Robby was about to
round the comer. Robby turned to Clemmons. "Do me a favor. A bunch of these yahoos
had some big bake sale today in the lunch room. Take a look in the fridges and see·if
there' s any cheesecake. Don't bring any with fruit on it, though."
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Robby couldn't help smiling as he opened Glenn's locker. He would show her.
She wouldn 't have anything to say about him after this. A pair of blue jeans dangled from
the top hook of the locker, and a white t-shirt hung from one side. A green notebook, a
half-filled bag of potato chips, and a hairbrush sat on the bottom. "Huh," he said. He
could 've sworn he'd seen it in here when he walked by her once. He thought for a
moment, then swept the jeans aside. A photograph of Glenn and an older dark woman
stuck to the back of the locker.
Robby pulled the picture out of the locker, rearranged everything, and closed the
'

door. He hid it in his work belt while he rode the elevator to the seventh floor. Then he
went into the Men's room, locked himself in a stall, and sat down on a black toilet seat to
examine the photo closely. Glenn looked young in the picture, teenaged maybe. She had
shorter hair and wasn't as fat. You could tell she was headed in that direction, though, by
the doughy rolls that showed through her yellow sweater and hung over her black slacks.
The dark woman was presumably her mother. Her facial features, though a little blurry,
seemed similar to Glenn's. She was even more plump than Glenn and wore a fuchsia
dress with white flowers that made her look even larger. He thought of his own mother,
thin as a twig from running around a diner all day, an<;l a sudden resentment surged
through him. He put the photo away.
He waited for her on seven' s landing, a lit cigarette between his thin yellow lips.
Glenn rushed through the door onto the landing. " You! " she yelled at Robby.
"Where is it? You best hand it over right now, Rob. Come on, I know you got it. Who
you think you are, getting into someone' s stuff like that?"
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" Hey, I don' t know what you're saying, Glenn," he said, eyes wide and hands
raised over his head as though ordered to do so by a police officer.
"Give it back, Rob. That' s me and my mama, and it' s the only one I have of us
together. This ain't funny!" She lurched toward him.
"Boy gee, Glenn, don' t get all worked up," he said, backing away. "Maybe you
should, uh, keep quiet about things that aren' t your concerns, right?"
"I don' t know what you talking about, but you better give me that picture," she
wailed, tears springing into her eyes.
Rob pulled the picture out of his work belt. " Hey, she's bigger' n you are," he
said, taking another look at it. "What' s she weigh here, two hundred something?"
"Give it," Glenn said, reaching out. Rob snatched the picture away. Glen was
short, her only real female feature, he thought. He waved the photo above her head.
"She's big. Sooooooeeeeeeeeey," he called, laughing.
"Stop it, Rob. Give it to me." Glenn grabbed Robby's arm but she couldn't pull it
down. Her olive face had gone a blotchy gray-pink and her oversize orange t-shirt fell
down one of her shoulders, revealing a light pink bra strap. Her hair came loose and fell
out of its makeshift bun. " Give it," she said, her teeth.clenched.
Robby turned around and Glenn followed him like a carousel horse. He got her
into one of the landing's comers and grabbed a handful of her nearly-bare shoulder. She
yelped in pain. "Hey, no one' s here, stop screaming. Stop, stop, stop, I just want to talk to
you," he said, trying to calm her down.
"Give me my picture," she said, her chest heaving.
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He had forgotten it, still high up in the air in his left hand. Glenn had made him
forget it with her shoulder. He squeezed and released a few times. Excitement over her
flesh had completely overtaken him. "Oh, Glenny, Kate wouldn' t like this at all. She' s
plenty jealous, see."
" Stop it, Rob. Stop. I don't know what you talking about. "
" You do, you do," he chanted, his nose in her hair. It smelled like raspberries. His
hand moved down her shoulder to her upper arm and continued massaging. "You're just
another Maizie," he said. His lips brushed her forehead.
" Stop," she spat out, struggling, but he dropped the photograph and grabbed her
other arm. He pressed close against her. "Rob, what the hell is wrong with you? Quit it!"
she yelled.
" Shhhhh, it' s okay," he murmured into her ear. He pinned both arms above her
head against the cold gray wall. "I like you, Glenn. You' re not so bad. Maybe I was
wrong about you." He laid his free hand on the pink-cupped breast that was nearly
exposed due to the falling t-shirt.
"No!" she screamed, kicking her knee up into his groin. Robby yelled and flailed
backward toward the steep stair. Glenn rushed forward and pushed him.
As his head fell backward and the ceiling grew larger, Robby knew that it was
probably all over for him. He' d swept these fifty steps so many times : there were twentyfive, then a mini-landing, then twenty-five more, and they were comprised mainly of
concrete. Strips of steel stretched across the edge of each one, and his head and face
seemed to bump each one as he crashed his way down the flight. In the end, he lay flat on
six' s landing staring up at a pair of blinding fluorescent lights.

J
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The pain in his head was beyond terrible. It throbbed and throbbed, and there was
a terrible rush in his ears like the ocean in a seashell, except it was deafening. Robby
could smell his own blood filling his mouth, but he was unable to turn and spit, so he
swallowed. He attempted to scream, but all that came out was a low lamb-like cry. After
a few moments, he remembered it was almost midnight. It was futile. No one was around
to help him. He began to shake uncontrollably. Tears came into his eyes. He wanted to
reach into his work belt for his mother' s picture, but he couldn't; his arms were cement.
So this was the way it would be for him after all. He supposed it wasn' t that surprising.

Just me, he thought. He closed his eyes and waited.

